Teaching About the Bomb — Disarmament and Non-Proliferation Education, interactive pedagogy, and a few tricks to make learning about mass annihilation fun

Teacher Tools

For a range of activities:  blackboard or large piece of paper for brainstorming, space to move around, respect for students’ opinions.

Aim

· To explore the content, style and participatory nature of disarmament and non-proliferation education

· To provide several examples that the educator can use when discussing nuclear weapons and other controversial issues in the classroom

· To create a safe opportunity for discussion of feelings about the nuclear threat

· To take action for disarmament and building a peaceful world

Motivation

In accordance with the recommendations of the United Nations Study on Disarmament and Non Proliferation Education, students should be encouraged to think critically.  Through interactive learning, participatory exercises and group discussion, students come to understand better current nuclear dangers and the context of proliferation — the real world in which they live.

INTRODUCTION

A milestone of the UN’s commitment to disarmament was achieved through the Expert Group on Disarmament and Non Proliferation Education.  The group was authorized by UN Resolution 55/33E of the General Assembly on 20 November 2000, in response to a request from the Secretary-General, Kofi Annan.
 

After two years of meetings, and analysis of the contributions to the Study by member states, academics and activists from all over the world, the Expert Group released a report on 9 October 2002, stating:  There has never been a greater need for education in the areas of disarmament and non-proliferation, especially with regard to weapons of mass destruction, but also in the field of small arms and international terrorism.  Since the end of the cold war, changing concepts of security and threat have demanded new thinking.  Such new thinking will arise from those who are educated and trained today.
   

When the report was launched, all member states agreed to take up the 34 recommendations, which encourage education not only about disarmament but for disarmament.  This is an important and fundamental distinction.  

Most work in the classroom requires an open-ended viewpoint.  However, this is not the case with nuclear weapons. Students rarely get the opportunity to really learn about the effects of nuclear weapons, so for the following lesson plans, we begin with the premise that nuclear weapons are illegal and immoral.  Why?  Because nuclear weapons don’t play fair in the rules of war.  They cannot distinguish between combatant and non-combatants.  In their wake, a radioactive environment is born that can cause cancer and mutagenic effects over generations.  It could be argued that the use of nuclear weapons is like waging war on future generations. 

For a more detailed case establishing the unlawfulness of those nations that pursue nuclear weapons, educators can draw on the 1996 the International Court of Justice Advisory Opinion.  The ICJ issued an Advisory Opinion stating that the threat to use nuclear weapons is “generally illegal” under international law.  This opinion was put to the test by three women who destroyed equipment on the Maytime floating laboratory of the Faslane UK Naval Base — equipment connected to the Trident submarine fleet in Garelochhead, Scotland.  They were arrested, charged with destruction of government property, and imprisoned.  Four months later, to the UK Government’s chagrin, the women were acquitted on all charges.  The Scottish court ruled that they had acted in accordance with international law, and out of necessity.  The court understood that their smaller crimes of trespass and destruction of private property were initiated to contravene a greater crime: the readiness of the Trident fleet, which constitutes the threat of its use. 

Further still, under Article VI of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, nuclear weapons states party to the treaty are obligated to dismantle their arsenals under “strict and effective international control” and work towards “general and complete disarmament at an early date.”

While respecting individual students points of view, the educator can emphasize the absolute necessity of disarmament, as held by international treaties, and the laws of war-fighting. Educators can also draw on the goal of the United Nations, as stated in the UN Charter, to “save future generations from the scourge of war.”

DIRECTIONS

Step One: establish a safe environment in your classroom

Begin by establishing ‘classroom ethics’ so that students can feel safe to speak about their feelings and opinions.  Have students brainstorm a list of classroom ethics by asking them:  What are some things that we each need to feel a part of the classroom community?  Write their ideas on the board.  Examples include: 

Respect each other.

Only one person speaks at a time.

Listen to each other. 

Everyone has a right to their own opinion.  

Once a list is drawn up, review it together with the students, and have them agree to these guidelines for the duration of the class period in order to build a respectful environment. 

Step Two: create a web on nuclear weapons

It always good to figure out what your students already know.  Many educators are surprised by the level of knowledge students have about nuclear issues.  Even if they are not discussed in the classroom, students hear the news and often pick up quite detailed information about current nuclear dangers.  

Write ‘Nuclear Weapons’ on the board and circle it.  Ask the students to say ANYTHING they think of when they hear the words: nuclear weapons.  Draw a line from the circle to connect each idea to the central theme (see “example web” below).  Write down everything students report, to affirm their knowledge.  This will help the class to outline basic information about nuclear weapons, and can also serve to correct any false assumptions.  

Some questions teachers can ask to stimulate students’ ideas include: 

Which countries have nuclear weapons? 

What do nuclear weapons do? 

What makes nuclear weapons different than other weapons?  

What is radiation?

Here is an example of a web on nuclear weapons:

        Cold War

radioactive fallout                          kills thousands of people instantly







mutation




     powerful



    terrorism






radiation lasts a really long time





     


   used by the United States against Japan


        destroys entire cities







Hiroshima and Nagasaki

To finish up the web brainstorm, educators can encourage students to summarize the discussion.  Ask for a few volunteers to come up and make connections between different strands of the web.  For example, points from the above web could be summed up as “Thousands of people were killed instantly in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  The atomic bombs used by the United States against Japan destroyed entire cities.  The radioactive fallout was powerful and caused symptoms never before experienced, like people getting cancer and their children being born with genetic mutations.  So people who were not even born were affected by the atomic bombs, because radiation lasts a really long time….”  Students’ summaries are useful to reiterate their collective knowledge and provide a segue to the main activity. 

Step Three: choose an exercise from the interactive pedagological toolkit

Any one or collection of the following exercises are great tools for the classroom.  Some of the activities are more weighted on an intellectual response, others tend toward the emotional, but both share these head-heart components.  Educators should use which ever exercise draws them in, because enthusiasm for an activity is contagious. 

The Micro Lab:  a teaching tool for small group reflection

A micro lab is a way of facilitating communication in a small group setting. It is a ‘laboratory’ to explore thoughts and feelings and experiment with questions and reflections.  In a micro lab, students practice both speaking and listening as a means of achieving an understanding within themselves, and with each other.  This is a timed activity. Each student is given the opportunity to respond to a question.  They will have two minutes to speak. The teacher will indicate when it is time to move on to the next speaker. When one person is speaking, the others from the group are listening, with the one member being the scribe or note taker.  These roles are shared and rotate to each group member. 

Divide the class into small groups of three or four students.  Decide how many groups you will need to divide the class in small groups of 4; for example, 10 groups of 4 for a class of 40 students.  Have the students count off by 10 and meet in different parts of the classroom to form their ‘micro lab’. Ask the students to sit together in a circle, so each person can easily see and hear everyone else in the group.  

Review Classroom Ethics and confidentiality

Once everyone is settled in their small groups, review the Classroom Ethics.  Also note that confidentiality is important, especially when everyone gathers together as a large group at the end of the exercise. All participants need to agree that what is shared in the small group will stay private.   The emphasis on confidentiality is meant to help encourage students to participate freely, not being bound by traditional classroom constraints, or the opinions of others.  

Choose your roles and how they will rotate

For a group of four people this means: one speaker, two listeners and one scribe (for a group of three, you have one less listener).

THE SPEAKER: Speak from your own point of view. Share as much as you feel comfortable sharing. It's okay to pass if you need more time to think or would rather not respond.

THE LISTENER:  Be an active listener — this means being alert, listening with all your attention and awareness focused on the speaker, no interruptions. 

THE SCRIBE:  Write down key thoughts and ideas, especially anything to do with proposed action.  Thanks to the scribe, at the end of the exercise, everyone will have notes of their participation, and can reflect further, outside the classroom.  

After the first round of questions is complete, the roles change.  For 4 questions there needs to be 8 minutes allotted for each role.  

Introduce the first micro lab question 

In introducing each question, it is helpful to say the question followed by a brief example of how you might answer the question yourself, and then repeat the same question again. This gives participants time to think about what they would like to say. In between micro lab questions, you might want to remind students of the classroom ethics, to minimize interruptions and side conversations.

Sample Questions

1. What do you want to say about nuclear weapons? What's on your mind?

2. How are you feeling about nuclear weapons proliferation?

3.  What role can people play in stopping nuclear proliferation?

4.  What does a world without nuclear weapons look like?

5. How would you like to be a part of creating a more peaceful world?

Note that the questions move from the expression of feelings and concerns, to questions about empowerment and action.  It is very important that the last question be about what students can do, and not leave them with feelings of despair or overwhelm.

Reconvene

After each person has answered the questions and shared the different roles, reconvene the full group. Ask students what they learned in their micro lab.  Ask for volunteers to share their own experience, reminding the students of their agreed guideline about confidentiality.

This sharing may lead to a wider classroom discussion. You may want to end the session by having students brainstorm/create a web about questions they have about nuclear issues that could lead to further study and action.

Perception-Reflection:  Directions for Document Based Inquiry 

Document Based Inquiries allow students to reflect on historical or contemporary documents to help develop critical thinking.  For an in-class discussion, teachers will hand out the documents, and ask students to think about and answer the questions that follow. As students read the selected excerpts, they should be encouraged to think critically about each document, and take into consideration both the point of view and the source of information.  

In order to do this successfully, begin by reflecting back on the “Classroom Ethics” that they students have established. 

Once students have recommitted to a safe classroom environment, hand out a document from a newspaper, an excerpt from a book, a magazine article, or other print media.  Each document should support a particular point of view, e.g. for and against nuclear weapon proliferation, for and against uranium mining, etc.  Give students time to read in class.  To set up an in-class discussion, use an interactive format such as the Microlab.  Ask students to express their viewpoint for or against specific arguments in the text, citing those arguments as they express their own opinion.  Make a list of questions that all students can see, and reflect upon, such as:

What is the main point of this article?

Do you agree or disagree?  Why?

If you could write a different conclusion, what would it be? 

Document Based Inquiries can also be conducted as a written exercise, where students work alone to express their viewpoints to practice writing and critical thinking skills.  

The ‘documents’ used can extend to visual media such as photographs and artwork.  Some questions an educator might ask include:

For photographs

If the photograph were a still from a film, what do think happened before and what happened after the photograph was taken?

What might do you think is beyond the frame of the photograph?

For artwork

What do you think compelled the artist to make this work?

Where do you think this work might have been displayed, and what impact might it have had on the viewers?

For both photographs and artwork

What is this image saying to you?

Who/what is the main subject/idea?

The Opinion Continuum

This exercise gives students an active way to consider and express their opinions, listen to others' opinions, and begin discussing the issue.

Designate different corners of the room as “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” with “not sure, don't know or no opinion” occupying the middle distance between the two.  Because this is a continuum, between the polar opposites lie many degrees of an opinion.  For instance, I might agree with a statement, but not agree strongly, so I would place myself accordingly along the continuum — that being a particular spot within the boundaries of the classroom. After the directions are given, start with an easy statement and ask the students to move to the part of the room that reflects their opinion. 

Try “chocolate ice cream is the best.”  Once students have allocated themselves to a space along the continuum, ask for volunteers to share why they are standing, where they are standing. Now that everyone has the idea of how this works, move on to substantive statements.

Here are some possible opinion continuum statements for high school students. Remember that these are statements of opinion, not questions or facts.  Keep the opinions simple and easy to understand.

1. It may be necessary to use nuclear weapons to fight terrorism.

2. Using nuclear weapons is terrorism.

3. We will never be able to get rid of nuclear weapons, we just have to live with them.

4. The total abolition of nuclear weapons is the only way to keep us safe.

5.  It is important for young people to be fully aware of current nuclear dangers.

Ask students representing different points of view to state several reasons why they hold their particular opinion. Get a wide range of opinions throughout the room. It is helpful to summarize what students say to make sure all students understand and can hear each perspective. It is also helpful to ask open, probing questions to get more information or clarifying questions to help students think more deeply about their own perspective. A variation is to have each speaker summarize the opinion of the previous speaker before expressing his/her own views.

After several students with different opinions have shared their thoughts; ask if anyone would like to change their opinion based on new information. It is important to acknowledge the value of remaining open to new information and being able to change one's mind when presented with new information. This is a way that we all learn. 

Once you’ve presented a number of opinions for students to react to, reconvene as a group.  Hold an informal discussion, and ask for volunteers to share their thoughts or feelings about the exercise and what they experienced.




nuclear weapons











� The six-point mandate for the Study comprised the following: 


To define contemporary disarmament and non-proliferation education and training, taking into account the need to promote a culture of non-violence and peace.


To assess the current situation of disarmament and non-proliferation education and training at the primary, secondary, university and postgraduate levels of education, in all regions of the world.


To recommend ways to promote education and training in disarmament and non-proliferation at all levels of formal and informal education, in particular the training of educators, parliamentarians, municipal leaders, military officers and government officials.


To examine ways to utilize more fully evolving pedagogic methods, particularly the revolution in information and communications technology, including distance learning, to enhance efforts in disarmament education and training at all levels, in the developed and developing world.


To recommend ways in which organisations of the United Nations system with special competence in disarmament or education or both can harmonise and co-ordinate their efforts in disarmament and non-proliferation education.


To devise ways to introduce disarmament and non-proliferation education into post-conflict situations as a contribution to peace-building (see: http://disarmament.un.org/education/study.html)





� http://disarmament.un.org:8080/education/study.html


� adapted from Educators for Social Responsibility, Metro Area New York.  See http://www.teachablemoment.org/elementary/microlab.html





� adapted from Educators for Social Responsibility, Metro Area New York.  See http://www.teachablemoment.org








Developed by Dr. Kathleen Sullivan  for The International Campaign to Abolish Nukes — draft version March 2007

PAGE  
7
Developed by Dr. Kathleen Sullivan  for The International Campaign to Abolish Nukes — draft version March 2007


